DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 253 320 PS 014 851

AUTHOR Atwater, Jane B.; Morris, Edward K.

TITLE An Analysis of Toddlers' Social Behavior in a Day
Care Settiny.

PUBR DATE Aug B4

NOTE 25p.; Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the

American Psychological Association (92nd, Toronte
Ontario, Canada, August 24-28, 19.4).

PUB TVYPE Reports — Research/Technical (143) --
Speeches/Conference Papers (150)

EDRS PRICE MF01/PC0l1 Plus Postage.
DESCRIPTORS Classroom Observation Techniques; *Day Care Centers;
' Dramatic Play; Early Childhood Education;

*Educational Egquipment; Peer Relationship; *Prosocial
Behavior: *Social Behavior;:; Teacher Student
Relationship; *Toddlers; Toys; Verbal
Communication

IDENTIFIERS Context Effact; *Sequential Contiguity; *Social
Interaction

ABSTRACT

This study was designed to provide a detailed
description of toddlers' social interactions in day care settings and
to identify variables that promote posztzve encounters among
children. Twenty-four toddlers, ranging in age from 17 to 28 months,
were each observed for approximately 4 hours during regular center
activities. Across all center settings, positive contact among
children was more frequent than negative centact. Children exhibited
both positive and negative social behavior most often during play
with large equipment. Transition between activities also was
associated with higher levels of negative contact. During activities
with high levels of adult verbal involvement, children had reduced
frequencies of vocalization to peers. Seque~tial analysis of specific
social responses showed that peer-directed behavior was less likely
to occur after a child had been in social contact with adult
caregivers but was more likely to occur after a previous interchange
with peers. Children frequently maintained the ongoing qguality of an
interaction, reciprocating the positive or negative tone of the
previous behaviors. Probability of adult social response to a child
decreased after that child had exhibited positive peer-directed
behavior but increased aftsr negative social behavior. {Author/RH)

PR X R R ER R R R R R R S I I I R R R i A I R P e I R
& Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *

* from the original document. *
KRR AT AR AR R RE AL R T A A RO AAII A ARIN AR TALAINR AR TR AR XX AKX A XA d A b rkhhhkn

C e - A g A te e ems i mm gt e s Mraq PP - ATETEEIRL M RRL wmg m tem A 4 A RT[ T TH W TS U 8



~
-~
L]
N
M
N
T
WY
o
Lad
s P
(i
N
r S
L
1:ﬁﬁ
\;.,'.*,'-’.a%
-
sekrall
Q

.3 U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION

CENTER {ERIC}

This document has been reproduced as
recgived from the person or organization
onginating it.

i} Minor changes have been made to improve

» roproduction quality.

- v - g - e

& Points of viow or opinions stated in this docu-
mant do not nacessarily represent official NIE

position ot policy. .

An Analysis of Toddlers' Social Behavior

1

Poster presented at the meeting
of the American Psychological
Association, Toronto, Canada,

Augus®, 1984.

in a Day Care Setting -

Jane B. Atwater and Ldward K.

University of Kansas

- “PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
-Mﬂ'(EﬂIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURGCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)"

HMorris

Reprints may be obtained from the first author, Department of Human

Development and Family Life,
Lawrence, Kansas 66045.

)

't

[ S

130 Haworth, University of Kansas,

h B

B R et L R L



Abstract

o

This study was designed.to provide a detailed description of

toddlers' social interactions in day care settings and to ildentify

¢ . . .
variables that promote positive encounters among children.

‘Twenty-four toddlers, rangihg'in age from 17 to 28 months, wege.each

cbserved for approximately 4 hours during regular center activities.
Across all center settings, positive contact among‘ghildren was more
frequent than negative contact; TChildren exhibited‘boﬁh positive and
négative social behavior most.;ften during play with large equipment.
Transition between activities also wag associated with higher levels
of negative contact. During activities with high levels of adult
verbal invdlyement, children had reduced frequencies of vwcalizations
to peers. Sequential analysis of specific S?Cial responses showed
that peer-directed behévior was less likely to occur after a child had
been in social contact with adult caregivers, but was more likely to ' ‘

occur after a previous interchange with peers. Children frequen®ly

maintained the ongoing quality of an interaction, reciprocating the

_positive or negative tone of the previous behaviors. Probability of

adult social response to a child decreased after that child had
exhibited positive peer-directed behavior, but increased after

negative social behavior. oo
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An Analysis of Toddlers' Social Behavior in a Day Care Setting

The number of infants and toﬁdlers in day»care‘ﬁomes and centers -
.has risen dramatically in recent years, generating considerable debate
over thé relative benefits and détrimepts of day care for Very young )
children. This debate "calls for an examination of the salient features
of dey care experience and the identification of variables that affect
the quality of that experience. A
v .
One distinctive feature of day care for toddlers is extensive

confaot'with other children. -Although researchers have begun to trace
the developmental course of garly peer relationships, felativély little

is known about ways of fostering benericial forms of peer contact

among toddlers. The purpose of the present study was to obtain

4

detailed descriptive information on toddlers' interactions with peers
and adults in a day care setéing and.to-idéﬁtify setting énd behavior
variables %%at appear to promote positive interaction amung young
children. Tﬁe specific\issues that were addréésed were:!
(a) de¥fferences in toddlers' social behavior across activities that
vary in content and in adult verbal involvement, (b) adult and peer
responses to children's peer-directed behaviors, and (c) features of
adult and peer behavior associated with increased probabilitiés of
social contact among children.

Methods
Subjects and Setting

m ALY
Subjects were 24 children who attended a community-based facility

designed specifically for toddlers. The sample contained & boys and

6 girls in cach of #wo age groups: (a) 17-20 month range (mean =



.
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18.92 mohths) and (b) 23-28 month range (mean = 25.58 months). J?heée

-target children had been attending the center full-time {mornings and

afternoons, 5 days a week) for an average of 14.3 months (range = 2 to
“6 months) at the-time’ of thei? entry into the study.

1]
.The center consisted of one large roum with low barriers to

N
' 1l

designate diépering and snack areas. Other low barmiers were moved to
accommodate activities that changed daily. Except for diapering and

snack. periods, children were free to, move around the room and select

‘ ’
iy LI

their own activities, During this study, an average of 24.5 children

and 5 adult caregivers were present in the classroom ea%p day.
v LN
Procedures

Each of the target children was observed' during regular center
acpivities for a total of approxiﬁately 4 hours (24 minutes per day
for 10 consecﬁtive.weekdays). Thef&eén of actual observation time per
child was 3.99 houf;, with a rangé of 3.50 to 4.78 hours. Using a
10-sec interval recording-system, observers nﬁted all vocalizations
(positive and negativejwand touches (gentle .and aggreséive) that
Subjects directed to gnd:recieved from.boéh adults and peers.
Additionalubéhavior categories include&: adult and pen:x pgoﬁimity to
the child, adult verbal involvement in the child's activity, ad&lt
praise, subject's active play, joint* activity participation with
peers, exchange of'to&s with peers, and child laughter. Appendix A
provides‘a description of variables that wer® selecteé or derived f{rom
specific categories for the present analyses.

Due to the complexity of the observation system, terget-adult

interactions and target-peer interactions were recorded separately.

I
J
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Durfng approximately three-fourths of the observations, both.types of

interaction were xecorded simultaneously by two observers. For the
3 . (>

remainder, one obsérver alternated collection of target-adult and
target-pesr data. Data from the latter observations were not included
in'analyses of the réidtiorship between adult behavior and peer

d .
encounters. e

L T e

A third observer was present for approximately 18 percent of the
observations to provide an assesgment of observer agreéﬁent. These

"
assegsments were conducted throughout the study and included every

target child. Overall agreement betWeeq}ébsefvers was-calculated as
the average of occurrence agreemen% (égreements on occ&rrence of a
behayior divided by agreements plus di$agreementé~dnd‘multiplied by
100) and nonocc&rreﬁce agreement (agreements on nonocéurrepce of a
behavior dividéd by agreements pﬂus disagreenents and multiplied Ly
100).' Lverage-overall in%er-observgr agreement across categories was

84.5 percent (range = 60 to 100 percent),

Activity Definitions

Content. Center activities wé?e classified into one of the
Eollowing eontént categories: (a) .large equipment (e.g., slide and
tunnel); (b) dramatic play materials (e.g., dress-up clothes and
cooking toys); (c) miniatures (e.g., cars and farm animals);

(d) manipulables and sound toys (e.g., puzzles and music boxes);

(e) riding toys (e.g., tricycles); (f) mobile toys (toys used outside

-

a designated area, such as push-toys and balls); (g) transition (not
playing with any toy and not involved in any activity); and

(h) diapering and toileting.

L N O T L T e L TR TR
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. Level of adulb verbal 1vvolVPment Ald p]ay activities with

[

spatial boundaries (i. e., those that wouid be lncludfd in the first
fdur categeries above ) were rated according to the freéuency of adult
comments to any qhild'pagticipating in the activity. Based on those
ratings, each activity wés classified as being high, medium, or low in
adult verbal involvement. | .

v o Results

Analyses of Variance Across Activities

Behavioral.différences associated with age, sex, and activity
classification were evaluated by repeated peasures ANOVA's. For
s1gn1flcant main effects, differenées befwefn cell means were, assessed

- * Dby least significant difference (lsd) t tests. Due to the number of
analyses performed in the present study, all effects were tested at a

.01 significance level.

Content differences. During play with large equipment. children

directed more social behavioyr fb peers and received more social contacts
from peers than at any other time. As illustrated in ?igures 1 and 2,
the effect for 1arge)equipment was primarily due to significantly
higher rates of positive social behavior (positive and neutral
vocaliziation, laughter, touches, and toy offers). Although target
children also exhibited more negatiye social behavior (angry and

dist "essed vocalizakion, physical aggression, and toy takes) during

play with lérge squipment, they rectived more negative contact from
peers during transition. Additional evidence of the facilitative
influenc= of large equipment was found in significant effects for

initiations and voecalizations. Children initiated and vocalized to

peers more frequently during play with large equipment than during any

B A

[
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other activity. _The rate and duration of children's interactions
n . . - 9 ) . -
(sustained episodes during which & child and peer both directe
- X

' -

s

‘behaviors toward each other) did.not. véry significantly across content

categories,

&’

. Do Y S
Level of adult verbal involvement, The only significant effect .

- for level of adult involvement was found in target children's

-~

vocalizations to peers. The toddlers vocalized more frequen%ly during
. . .

activitises classified as low or ‘medium’ in adult involvement than they

>

did during high-level activitie=. No significant effects were found

for peers' vocalizations to target children, positive or negativé

social bhehavior, initiations, or interactions.
%

Quality of social behavior. Children's encounters with peers were

predominantly positive, as shown in Figures 1 and 2. When compared to
negative social behavior, significantly higher proportions of positive
social behavior and positive initiations were consistant across .all

activity content categories and acrosgs all levels of adult verbal

involvement.

Subject variables. The behaviors examined in this study did not
differ significantly across sex or age level.

Sequential Analyses o

To obtain more detailed information about specific
interrelationships among behavioral variables, a lag-1 bivariate
sequential analysis was performea on data segmeﬁted into 10-gsec units.
Fér example, the unconditional rrobability of a child's peer-directed
social behavior was compared with the conditional probability that a

peer»dineéted social behavior would occur in the interval immediately

e Bhn e+ g e e s B m b b8 A e M e L s g ] e
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following interaction with a caregiver. Statistical significance of' the,
4 ] - s . o - t R
difference between conditional and unconditional prlbabilities was
. [ -~

.
v M . -
.

. a *
evaluated by calculation of 2 scores, as describéd by Gottman :and

arkhurst (1980).

Sequential effects on the target children's behavior. As
= .

- displaked in Piglres 3 and, 4, both positive and negative social

R 3 behaviors zege signific&ntly less.ligely if the:preQious interval had
.iocluded proxmity to adults (Wlthln 3 feet), general adolt commentsf‘ -
. . (dieeofed to an\child in the target's écfivity), or, social behavior
from the adult to.the taf%gm child (vocalization or tough). In
~\,; contrast, proximit& to %eers and previous social ;ontact from peers

were. assuciated with inor asea probabilitiee of ‘child. social behavior.

Although any type of child behav1oz was more likely after any type of

J— ’ hd o

‘The probability of posxtive child re»ponSe was markedly hzgher after’
receiVing positive peer contact, wbiie the probability of negative

child response increased most dramatio&in after negative behavior
o \ . ¢ S
from 'a peer. The likelihood of positive'&hild behavior also increased

‘ .after an interval of joint activity, parfLCipetion with a peer, but

\

that for negative behavior did not. \\

Sequential effects on behavior received from pecrs. The patterﬁ

of scquentieal effects for behé%ior‘directed by a ;ber to the target

child was the same as.that for toe target'; behavior toward a peer.

In gene;el, contact withy an adulf appeared to iecreaée the probability *
of receiving social response from a pecr, while previous peer

encounters increaeed that probability. Peers also tended to match the

%3

eer benaVior, an- interdction h S found for the cuality of responses. . ’
1 .
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target child's behavior in quéli%y, most often continu;ng either the

v - - -
- o

. positive or negagive tone of the interaction, ' . . T
B » . - . . .

b

*
e
a Fl

Sequential retfects on adultsgdrgivers' behavior.. Any adult

- R »

 contaot_with the target.child (inﬁludf%g.neutral vocalizations, praisé

e
.

o R L " @.. - .
.and touchdng) became'%éss'likely after the child had directed a

vl

-

positive sotial behavior to a peer (see Figure 5). In contrast, thé -

" Y

probabflity of adult.vocaiizatién_(bbyh neutral and praise) increased

after a-negativie contact with a peer. The patter% for,negati#e a@gl£:
: . >, .

vocalizations, could nat be examined because of the “low fréquéncy of

- -

stieh vocalizations. ' - <t . .

-

- ) Discussion -—

. t

o . ’ # .
Results from this study are consistent'with previous findings_that
large nonportable équipmenf, such as slides, tunnels, and playhouses,
4 ’ - ) ' .
foster positive social contacts’ among toddlers in day care centers

(eeStefand & Mueller, 1982; Howes & Rubenstein, 1981). However,
DeStefano aﬁd Mueller also found higher rates of conflict and negative

. ¥ N
affect during play with small portable toys, effectsfnot found in the'

this research. One possible explanation for this disdrepancy'ié that

adults 'in the former study were instructed to minimize their

interacticnc with the children, while adults in the present setting did

not rgceive any special‘kgstructions from the expe‘img;térs. They may
have been moré likely to suppgess negative child behav;ors.

Additionally, DeStefano and Mueller observed children in a.partitiopcd
areé where access to materials was controlled. * Thus, during the small

toys condition, large equipment was not available. In contrast, the

resent subjecis could play with either large or small toys as they
] J p .

10
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congistent ir suggesting that careglvers can enoourage pos191ve

: ) ' : e .
chose. Perhaps the pestription‘of'alternatlve activities accounted
for some of the negatlve behav;or observed 1n the previdus rnsearch.

F o « T o
The present study also allowed an analysis of socigl encountbrs SRR

- .
£ ¢
Ve ‘s

across Spec‘flc types of small toys (e. g., manjpulables, mlnlatures, . ‘.

+ .

and &%amatnc play) and ~during non—play actlvatles (e g., transition®.
t
and diapering). The‘results suggest that thQ,specific typz of small -

toy does not sigﬁificantly affect social behavior, but*thah%perioas o34
* . . , . .

transition, during which.a child }s not actively partioi@aﬁing#in any
. . - . : ’ .
{1 .

"gqtivityd increase the probability of negafive Soéial contacts. . o

- - . *
. -~
. 3 i B . )

As other authors haye suggested, large toys may promete "positive

W

lnteractlon because. they allod qplldren to oontact a common obJect
g . . .
wwthout 1nterfemlng in each other's play (Debtefano Huel]er, 1982 .,

.

Howes & Rubens,te;n, 1981). An‘additional possibility is that adult . «

caregivers typically provide-different types: of instructions and D

4

feedbatk to cb:ldren durlng play thh large equipment? &urther analyses

are plannec to examine this possablllty. Results across studies are

M ’
- “w
-

\ ) .

’

intéragtion amohg toddlers oy providihg agcess‘to large play!equiphent. e,

Minimizing transition time tetween activities may also Lé impo#tant for .*-
discouraging.negative peer encounters. . ' N
¢« In further analyses of activity differences, those that were

‘characterized by high Tevels of adult verbal involvement appeared to

depress children's vocalizations o pecrs. This effec¢t is consistent
with Carpenter's (1é83) evidence that preschool children'%alk less to

peers and more to- adults during qulVltleu with higher degrees of

~n +

adult structure. ‘ _ o /
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social contact. \%lthough the toddlers were apparently réépohsive to

) . . -‘ a , A ’0 ¢
~ . A

. » , ’ . . 1 9 . :

s > ’ . . C .. -

In, the present- study, the level of adult involvement associated o 1

£ A . . t
r

with an activity was not related to overall rates of social behavior

' o " ' -
among children {(including vocaldzation,. touching and toy exchange) oLg _ )
. ., ) {. L3 .

to the quality of %hat behavior. However, én a moment—to—mbmenf - .T
basis, an adult comment to any child in the target's activity

decreased the likelihood that. the target would-give or: r&cejve peer - -

’

.

P .

adutrt interjectid%s in the immediate” setting, perhaps the toddlers di

not discriminate and/or respond toitﬁé level of adult involvement that
. N ot ¥

. ) 4
characterized a given activity bver the course of several weeks. o :
. [ LS K] . .

<

Further evidence that adults ﬁéy interfere with toddlers' peer . Lo

interactions is found in decreased probabilities of any type of peer :

e [

contact, positive or negative, following adult proximity, vocalization,

[y

or physical dontgct with the target child. Tor very young children,

gdults are part'cularly salient, the, source of interesting events and

.
. v

potent. reinforcers. Adult caregivers, in particular, direct much of . . . E
-8 . . . 't
i

¢ By

their behavior.towgrd chiidren, often attempting to engage them in

2 * a

activities éqd potentially diverting them from attention to other

children. Certainly, adalt-child interaction ig an essential feature '
of nurturant, educational day care environmen.s. These data do yo, -

o - . .'
suggest, however, that activities designed to promote peer interaction

should be arranged to require minimum amounts of adult direction.

Attempts to actively structure exchanges among children may actually .
. <
be counterproductive.

Sequential analyses of child-adult and child-peer contacts reveal
predictive relationships between a child's behavior toward pecrs and the

subsequent respofives of both peers and adults. Any type of ‘

12
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peer-directed behqylor was assoclated with an increased ‘probability of
- j‘ " 3y . ] 1
response from'a peer. Furthermore, probabilities were highest for a
1

response that matcged'the positive or negati%e quality of the initial
peer-directed gehavior. The data suggest that even very young
ch{ldren will maintain ongoing social exchanges and respond
digferentially to the quality of their partner's social behavior. .
However, these analyses are only suggestive and do not establish a
causallrelationship between the ;hildren’snbehaviors. The sane
environment that fagilitates a child's sociél'act toward a peer may
also facilitate the peer's response. .

In contrast to peer responses, adults' positive social responses to
the child were less likely afté? a child's positi?e peer-directed

|3

behavior and more likely after a\negative social act. Without more
. \

specific information on the content of adults' vocalizations, these

effects are.difficult to interpret ard may not be characteristic of most
day care centers. The center observed in ?his study strongly emphasizes
the use of positive control techniques (e.g., redirectioh and praise)
and minimizers punitive’or critical interactions with the children.

<
For instance, negative adult vocalizations were too infrégquent to be

reliably observed or analyzed. Thus, the increase ir adult

-

vocalizations, including praise, after negative peer contacts may
represent adults'! atiempts to correct children's behavior and to
praise improvements immediately.

Whatever the explanatioh for adults' and peefs' responses to a
child's social behavior, ﬁhe effects of thuse responses on the child's

subsequent behavior remain a question for further analyses. Responses

>
(247

Rl ¥ )
“torgn \
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Jefined_as positive and negative by adult observers may or may not be
functionally related to the child's actions.

Ir, summary, these data demonstrate Ehat toddler peers do interact
positively across a variety of day care activities. Adult caregivers
may promote sﬁch interactions by providing activities focused on large
play equipment and by occasionally limiting their own participation in
the children's activities. The data also suggrest that both peers and
adults respond differentially to qualities of a child's social
behavior. The‘function of such responses fér the child's own social
development are an interesting topic for further research.
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Appendix A

Variables Selected for Analysis ' o

Peer-Directed Behavior

Each of thie following categories is represented by two variatles, one
describing the target child's behavior toward peers and one describing
peers! behavior toward the target child. All behaviors except touching
were assumed to be socially directad if.accompanied by visual
orientation toward the other person «~ use of the person's name.

Positire social behavior. Positive or neutral vocalization,
laughter, gentle touching, giving or offering toys.

Negative social behavior. Angry or distressed vocalization,
physical aggression, taking or attempting to”take toys.

Vocalization. . Any peer-directed vocalization or laughter.

Initiation. The first social behavior between a pair of children
after at least 10 sec in which they have had no sacial contact.

Other Peer Contzct

Interaction. Episode during which the target child and a peer both
direct cocial behaviors toward each other. An interaction begins when
an initiation by one child receives a response from the other within the
same or the immediately following 10 sec interval. It continues until
there has been an interval with no social contact between the two.

Joint activity participation. The target child and at least one
peer are participating in the same activity.

Proximity to peers. The target child is within 3 feet of
another child. -

Adult Behavior

[ 4

With the exception of adult verbal involvement, the following behaviors
were recorded only if they were directed toward the target child.

Neutral vocalization. Any vocalization that is not critical of the
child and that would not be classified as praise.

Praise. Positive evaluative statement about the child's personal

—— e e 0

characteristics, behavior, or a product of the child's work.

Touch. Any gentle touch.

Proximity to adults. The target child is within 3 feet of an adult
caregiver.

Adult verbal involvement (general adult comments). Any adult
vocalization to any child participating in the same activity as the
target child.

an
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